In analysing the development of «modem marketing», business historians have focused on the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in the United States and Europe. This paper reviews the debates about the sources and timing of key changes in relation to the role of commercial travellers or travelling salesmen in Britain. It explores the later evolution from the 1930s to the 1960s with the transition to sales representatives, highlighting the gradual process of change and the hesitant, often negative, attitudes of managers and salesmen towards new ways of working.
sales representative in Britain from the 1930s to the early 60s. The changing occupational label itself testifies not simply to their mobility but also to aspects of contested processes involved in the «modernisation» of selling. The article highlights continuing tensions between these forces of «modernisation» in sales practices and the individualistic approach that salesmen valued. It considers the ways in which economic depression, wartime rationing and post-war austerity impacted on the evolution of salesmanship in Britain from the 30s to the early 60s.
The occupation of commercial traveller emerged during the 18 th century in the form of «bagmen», who rode on horseback to distribute goods to trade customers who were either retailers or manufacturers. As such they were distinct from peddlers who sold goods directly to the public at fairs. 4 They displayed goods, samples or trade catalogues to customers, obtained orders, and collected and remitted payments on previous orders. 5 Moreover commercial travellers were important sources of intelligence about the affairs of their customers, the activities of competitors and the general state of business. 6 Their role in Britain attracted attention from pioneering individual studies by
Jeffreys, Payne and Westerfield, but generally business historians treated them as largely invisible foot-soldiers. Their qualities and effectiveness were assumed, in effect, to reflect general characteristics of firms, industries or economies. 7 Critical appraisals of British entrepreneurship compared British travellers unfavourably with multilingual and well-resourced German salesmen capturing British export markets, particularly in engineering. 8 Equally, the innovative marketing techniques of large-scale American corporations were taken as markers of British backwardness in some consumer goods trades. For Chandler or Friedman, small and medium-sized British companies lacked the capacity to develop their marketing capabilities and larger firms were too cautious to undertake the required combination of innovations in production, marketing and managerial hierarchies. 9 From these perspectives British salesmen were either poorly equipped in terms of education and expertise or deprived of the key tools of a mod- ernising trade by conservative employers who took no interest in, or actively rejected, new practices.
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In these analyses the key issues were the organisational structures within which commercial travellers operated and the character of their sales practices. Structurally salesmen either worked for wholesalers or agencies, who distributed goods on behalf of many producers or they were employed directly by manufacturers. The use of wholesalers or agency houses was well-established by 1850 with some specialising on overseas trade. Chapman emphasised the key role of merchant houses, especially in London, for Britain's textile trade. 11 Where industries clustered in particular districts, such as the Sheffield cutlery, West Midland hardware or Birmingham jewellery trades, wholesalers were closely linked to the numerous small and medium-sized enterprises. 12 These industrial districts allowed small manufacturers to reap the advantages of specialisation in production and access to skilled labour and to draw on the services of the wholesalers to maximise the distribution of their products in an alternative paradigm to that of volume production and distribution within a single large firm. For manufacturers, selling via wholesalers reduced overhead costs plus the time and expense required to establish connections with large numbers of individual retailers. In the most direct defence of British sales methods, Nicholas argued that merchant houses were highly effective mechanisms for reducing risks in distributing generic products, that manufacturers deployed their own travellers or those of agencies in a sophisticated way and that extensive overseas branch networks were evidence of initiative and enterprise. 13 More recently, Hannah emphasised that decentralised systems of production and distribution were well-adapted to serving the densely-clustered urban economy in Britain supported by sophisticated transport, financial and commercial infrastructures.
14 Nonetheless, by 1900 some manufacturers were directly hiring their own salesmen particularly in the grocery and branded consumer goods sectors, textiles and drapery, which were also among the first mover industries in North America and Europe. 15 Where a manufacturer had a distinctive brand, establishing their own sales force in- creased their capacity to influence the effort devoted to selling their own goods compared with agents who represented several brands. 16 Closer contact with customers offered greater scope to promote repeat business and to acquire information about market conditions. Not all industries were suited to direct marketing by manufacturers, particularly where products remained essentially generic, hence the persistence of wholesalers and agents. And not all firms possessed the scale, capital or initiative required to engage salesmen, so in many sectors direct selling by manufacturers co-existed with use of wholesalers and agents.
The entry of manufacturers into wholesaling via their own salesmen has also been associated with the modernisation of sales methods that, arguably, changed the appear- All of the Rowntree travellers, however, identified the period after World War I as an era of change or «modernisation» which they defined in terms of the appointment of sales executives in head office and the development of regional sales manager posts.
Additionally, a new hierarchy was created from senior travellers with supervisory duties to auxiliary staff that assisted travellers and female branch office assistants based in the firm's key showrooms. Company circulars provided greater central control over information flows and sales conferences were used to educate travellers on the firm's products as well as to draw on their knowledge of market conditions. There was an increasing focus on direct contacts with retailers. By the late 20s advertising was used 28 Macintosh, a small firm that manufactured chocolates and toffees, also sought to reduce its product range so that its best salesmen concentrated on pushing the most popular lines. Smaller confectionery firms continued to rely on the wholesale houses to distribute their products. The confectionery wholesalers felt that the weight of contemporary economic and management thought regarded middlemen as obsolete, but defended their commercial place and value. 29 Their rhetoric reflected the reality that wholesalers and agencies remained competitive. A sign of the diversity of distribution sources was the inability of the leading confectionery firms to prevent price-cutting, even on their own lines, despite intensive efforts in the early 30s. Attempts to deny supplies of popular brands to price-cutting retailers were thwarted by their access to wholesale houses willing to discount especially in the London market.
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The pattern of producers integrating forward into distribution occurred in the interwar textile trades. Manufacturers, including Hollins or Lyle and Scott, expanded their direct links with retailers at the expense of wholesalers, but the «old style textile merchants», particularly the London houses, still accounted for half or more of total sales. 31 Both manufacturers and merchants hired extra salesmen, on a commission-only and temporary basis, to work in the spring and autumn sales seasons that were so important in the fashion trades. Articles in the main trade journal complained about a loss of the «bond of brotherhood» between commercial travellers and the directors of wholesale houses as well as less security of earnings. Such changes, intensified by the depressed state of trade, were regarded as a loss of personal connection and status. 32 One letter, In the event, interwar processes of «modernisation» in marketing were checked by
World War II and the austerity that followed, particularly in the innovative consumer trades. 36 Wartime controls on raw materials, production and distribution, including the rationing of food, clothing and other consumer goods, progressively reduced the scope for salesmen to influence orders, whether employed by manufacturers or wholesalers.
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The confectionery trade was subject to rationing of sugar, its main raw material, as well as to limits on civilian purchasing. Petrol rationing restricted the operations of travelling salesmen and delivery drivers. The creation of regional distribution zones for most goods, in order to reduce transport distances and fuel use, blocked canvassing for orders nationally. Wartime controls also brought an end to price-cutting and other competitive pressures, further altering the role of salesmen. 46 The firm had 84 travelling salesmen compared to the 112 that it had employed immediately before the outbreak of war. Faced by this internal threat, the firm's sales director defended his staff and resources, arguing that travellers were essential to build business and goodwill. With a curious logic, he argued that «in these non-competitive days I can assure the Board that the traveller has to carry out his normal duties, except of course, that he does not sell.» Salesmen's visits to retailers were presented as an essential defence of reputation and goodwill that were investments in preparation for the eventual return of normal market conditions. In effect his case was that selling was less important than building relationships that would lead to future sales.
Even in 1950 scarcity diminished the value or purpose of selling: Macintosh's premium line, Quality Street chocolates, were reportedly «under the counter items» that retailers held back for special customers. 47 The sales manager acknowledged that supplies for the home market were determined by the production and planning departments after export sales had been prioritised. The war's dislocating effects on trading were reflected in the reports of a salesman from one of Dundee's jute manufacturers during 1948. Pre-war customers ordered less than before, had switched suppliers, or now used different materials as a result of wartime shortages. One client reportedly «confessed they had entirely forgotten about Baxter Brothers, not having seen anyone for such a long time». 48 In Bradford the salesman managed fewer calls than anticipated through being «detained at some of the places explaining away 10 years absence». 49 Readjustments after the war also involved bargaining between individual salesmen and their employers. For instance, a brewery traveller agreed to give up selling to free houses, but requested that he retain part of the commission from business that he had developed over the previous 13 years. 50 The brewer was content to add another salesman to the business, but proposed a major reduction in the existing traveller's salary on the grounds that post-war sales growth had been in exceptionally favourable conditions, essentially contesting the salesman's individual contribution. Cultivating contacts, allo- eating scarce products and assessing competition featured more than making sales in many trades in the late 40s, limiting «modernisation» of sales methods. Generally, austerity in the post-war home market accentuated pre-war strategies of reducing the range of products sold, but gave little incentive to innovate in marketing.
After World War 1 there had been a flood of ex-servicemen into sales careers, which travellers' associations had seen as an over-supply of labour that depressed earnings generally. With older salesmen retiring once the war ended, there were job openings. And the new generation was more likely to begin as salesmen rather than serving time in clerical or warehouse posts. In 1945, the United Commercial Travellers' Association (UCTA) and the Incorporated Sales Managers' Association (ISMA) agreed on the need for standards of practice to regulate the employment of salesmen.
5 ' Both organisations feared that too many men would enter selling after the war, depressing earnings. Sales managers tried to deter new entrants to sales work, fearing that repetition of the post-1918 inflow of ex-servicemen and the unemployed would depress the quality of staff.
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One response was a UCTA/ISMA initiative establishing local panels to interview exservicemen to decide if they were suitable for a career in sales. 53 In this context UCTA published its own guides to «Standards of Practice and Entry to Salesmanship» designed to educate new entrants. By 1949 it had established an education scheme with diploma examinations in association with local schools and colleges. 54 General texts on sales practice appeared as aids for salesmen studying for examinations and proclaiming an era of «planned» salesmanship involving market research, advertising, and a systematic approach. 55 Company training schemes remained more basic, usually pairing a newcomer with an established salesman before giving them their own area. When rationing of confectionery ended in 1953 the Manufacturing Confectioners' Commercial Travellers Association (MCCTA) estimated that 50 percent of salesmen had «no experience of selling in a competitive market» after fourteen years of controls. 56 In response, MCCTA developed its own educational campaign, including a two day sales conference, aimed at equipping recent entrants to operate in less regulated conditions. Speakers re-stated the long-established ideal type of the knowledgeable, restrained and positive commercial traveller and the importance of not being too pushy or too talkative. Such schemes point to systematic efforts to shape working practice of a new generation of salesmen after 1945, but much of the education reiterated 19 th century conceptions of the «model» traveller for a new era.
The situation reflected a broader and continuing debate over the extent, nature and merits of modernisation in marketing and indeed in all aspects of business. During the 40s and 50s, policy makers made considerable efforts to disseminate information about American manufacturing and marketing practices in Europe with the intention of raising productivity, modernising business methods and underpinning economic growth. were the key link between the manufacturer and wholesaler or retailer. But his ideal type was «a decent chap with a pleasant personality», which gave no sense of radical change.
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Wider developments provided new momentum for changes in the organisation of selling and in working practices from the mid-50s. As austerity eased, firms directed greater attention to the home market. The establishment of a commercial broadcasting company introduced television advertising from the mid-jos, which gave leading manufacturers new opportunities to stimulate demand for their brands, accentuating the emphasis on a few key products. Greater competitiveness developed as firms competed for market share. Price competition was given additional impetus by the growth of multiple stores whose direct contacts with manufacturers exerted pressure on wholesalers. In the early 60s, Unilever, Heinz, Nabisco and Lyons reduced their sales staff, reflecting a diminishing interest in supplying small shopkeepers. 61 Generally, head offices more often dealt directly with major customers. A series of government investigations and legislative measures eroded the extensive systems of resale price mainte- nance, established between the wars, and promoted greater price competition by the early 60s. 62 Renewed momentum for direct connections between leading manufacturers and major retailers exerted pressure on the wholesale and merchant houses and on smaller manufacturers and wholesalers. Tensions were evident as early as 55 in the confectionery trade. In a protest about profit margins, wholesalers refused to take slower selling lines from the leading manufacturers or to use their window-displays. 63 Greater competition led to a series of mergers in the wholesale sector, reinforcing anxieties among commercial travellers about their immediate earnings and longer-term prospects.
Advocates of modernisation stated a case for change. In 1959, Tom Sumner, a Mars sales director, urged an audience of British wholesalers to use the term sales representatives rather than commercial travellers. His logic was that salesmen were paid to «sell goods -not to travel» and that «Calling them commercial travellers merely makes them a butt for music-hall comedians». 64 As an executive with an American firm, Sumner aimed to transfer new marketing practices to Britain and in the process to promote a new image of salesmen. He recommended sending staff to specialist training schools to learn new techniques including pre-scripted sales pitches that incorporated a scientific approach. From his perspective, the term «commercial traveller» embodied an old-fashioned individualistic, even idiosyncratic, set of practices. In a company magazine, Sumner reiterated the importance of selecting the «right kind of salesman» and providing a thorough training. He contrasted this systematic approach with the period after World War I when «Many ex-officers, thrown untrained on the labour market, drifted into selling» and were left to «sink or swim». 65 Sumner's evangelical tone implied that his ideal of modern salesmanship was far from fully accepted, let alone implemented, in Britain in 1959. To some degree his rhetoric reflected a pioneer's need to emphasise the limitations of current practice especially when speaking to an audience of wholesalers. These were small firms operating in competition with major international companies such as Mars, Cadbury or Rowntree. Selling has always been a prime area for advocating the new and improved, but others were making the same case. 
Negotiating «modernisation»: responses of salesmen
The renewed competitive pressures in the 50s and the resurgence of a «modernising» rhetoric, exemplified by Sumner, generated extensive debate among commercial travellers. Salesmen often associated modern methods with forms of regimentation or corporate control over their behaviour which ran counter to their own images of self-reliance, individualism and freedom from corporate oversight. In response they re-asserted the importance of autonomy, arguing that a successful salesman «must be a free, independent personality without undue domestic worries». 69 Time to cultivate friendships with retailers was prized over meeting pre-set corporate schedules of visits per day. 70 It was argued that commercial travellers understood public taste and kept manufacturers up to date on marketing and advertising. 71 The importance of personal contacts, it was argued, made commercial travellers far more than order takers executing sales derived primarily through advertising. 72 Such debate reflected the salesman's task of clinching each individual sale and contending views about how far that role depended on innate talent, individual expertise or could be learned from advice manuals and through training.
Salesmen often felt underpaid and undervalued and their professional associations regularly featured debates about incomes and payment methods. There were complaints in 1958 that a television programme had portrayed salesmen as being frivolous and as taking advantage of the public, both long-running components of the «drummer» image. 73 The pre-war heritage of commercial travellers' associations provided diverse networks of national representative bodies rooted in local branches that generated lobbying and campaigns as well as providing social activities, advice, sometimes occupational insurance, and a sense of community. There was a fundamental struggle over identity within the various associations. On the one hand, salesmen saw themselves as enterprising and professional. Often they aspired to a close relationship with, and recognition from, management, especially in the wholesale and merchant house sector, to reflect their own sense of status and commercial value. Equally there was a sense that they were treated simply as employees and undervalued by their individual employers or at risk from economic trends such as mergers, corporate bureaucracy and the growth of government. The UK Commercial Travellers' Association (UKCTA), founded in 1883, was the most influential body, though cautious about regulation or adopting a union-like strategy. 74 Its leadership emphasised professional values and status as the distinctive attributes of salesmen, but its collective force was more effective in providing insurance and other benefits than in building a collective political identity. An alternative collective and class-based vision was offered by the National Union of Commercial Travellers (NUCT). In line with the approach of the wider white-collar labour move- The tensions and varying responses of travellers' representatives can be illustrated through the Manufacturing Confectioners' Commercial Travellers Association (MCCTA). Its membership was strongest in London, Birmingham, Manchester and York, the key centres of production and distribution, and it claimed to represent 75 percent of confectionery travellers. MCCTA was traditionally conservative in its philosophy and external engagements, reflecting its membership base in small confectionery firms and wholesalers. Its leadership was highly critical of trusts and mergers, fearing for the employment and working conditions of salesmen. Its pro-small business attitude and emphasis on individualism was reflected in opposition to allowing sales managers to join MCCTA. The belief in the importance of the personal connection between the «first-class representative» and his employer also contributed in the stifling of conference motions on low pay in 1953, 1958 and 1959, due to anxiety about antagonising employers. 76 The association's president argued against complaining in 1958 on the grounds that returns were improving, most travellers now had motor cars and competition was less intensive than between the wars. 77 But underlying pressures generated a change of direction. In i960, MCCTA conference carried a motion calling for a minimum income of 1,000 Pound Sterling per annum for salesmen. 78 And in 1961, MCCTA agreed to affiliate to UCTA and there were complaints about competition for sales jobs from «grocers, drapers and even lorry drivers». 79 There remained the general view that the successful salesman was «a free, independent personality without undue domestic worries». In 1961, Confectionery News published a letter claiming salesmen were no longer necessary. In response, MCCTA's public relations officer argued that, while some might be «smooth tongued and over hearty», salesmen were, in the main, «friends and advisers» to retailers who visited «regularly as clockwork» to maintain good will. The existence of a public relations officer highlighted the association's concerns about their image. 80 More broadly, MCCTA's discussions illustrated persistent tensions existing between the salesman's status as an employee and his self-images of autonomy and closeness to management.
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Conclusion
Recent studies of travelling salesmen have opened up important aspects of commercial culture and business practice, revealing much about their numbers, work and social lives at different times, in several countries and relating their role in selling to important processes of corporate change. Generally, the theoretical underpinning has been transaction cost theory, with its assumptions about the working of principal-agent relationships. However, Church's important contributions extended the conceptual range of the literature to encompass marketing theories, drawing the focus away from Chand- The primary effect of greater competition and new business ideas was to widen income and status differentials between the established travellers employed by leading firms and new entrants, salesmen working for smaller firms or wholesalers, and commis-sion-only salesmen. Among confectionery travellers it was accepted that the most affluent salesmen were those employed by leading manufacturers or wholesalers who had large sales territories. Other men, especially newcomers with small sales grounds, had low incomes. 82 In 1963, a commentator in the leading confectionery and tobacco trade journal asserted that salesmen for national companies with resale price maintenance and TV advertising were «on easy street. They regard themselves as culturally superior to their counterparts working for little firms». 83 He identified a second category of reps as those for small manufacturers, selling unbranded goods at low prices. His third, and lowest ranking group were wholesalers' travellers who were always unhappy and poorly rewarded. Increasing competition and the sub-division of sales territories were, therefore, threats to status, earnings and future prospects, particularly for new entrants.
